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Expressions of Power – Luxury textiles from early medieval northern Europe
Sonja Marzinzik
This paper focuses on luxury textiles from archaeological and non-archaeological contexts in
north-western Europe. Select case studies of the 6th to 10th centuries AD, with reference to earlier
and later examples, are used to introduce the contexts in which such textiles are found and to
illustrate in what manner they accentuated the status of those in power.
The period under discussion saw fundamental change in the transition from Late Antiquity to a
number of Germanic successor states of the Roman Empire and in the firm establishment of
Christianity north of the Alps. These socio-political transformations found their reflection in
material culture, including the availability and use of fine textiles.

Figure 1: The back of a radiate-headed brooch from Howletts, Kent, with excellently preserved remains of a
diamond twill. Max. width of brooch 6.4cm; British Museum, reg. no. 1918,0711.2.
Courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum.

The climate of north-western Europe is not conducive to the preservation of textiles. For
archaeological finds from the earlier part of the period under discussion, we mostly have small
scraps which survived in the vicinity of metal objects (Fig. 1). Two different mechanisms may

have been in operation, either metal preservation, or metal replacement of fibres. Both result in
the preservation of the structure of the textile, while the fibres themselves are gone, i.e. a
pseudomorph of the original cloth is formed by the corrosion products of the metal objects.1
Alternatively, textiles may survive in water-logged, anaerobe conditions, as the complete
garments from north European peat bogs 2 or the substantial fragments from Sutton Hoo in
England or from south-west German graves indicate (cf. below). Textiles that survived in nonarchaeological ways include those found inside of reliquaries.
The first example of early medieval luxury textiles comes from the grave church of the
Merovingian kings at St. Denis, today part of the city of Paris, but in the early middle ages at
some distance.3 Archaeological excavations inside the church were carried out in the mid-20th
century and among the large number of sarcophagi discovered, number 49 produced outstanding
finds.4 A monogrammed gold finger-ring identified the female buried inside as queen
Arnegundis, thought to have died around AD580.5 As befitted a person of rank, she was laid to
rest in full attire.6 Her jewellery included a pair of garnet-inlaid brooches, a long silver-gilt dress
pin, a large, ornate, belt buckle and garter fittings.7 The micro-climate inside the stone coffin and
the protected conditions under the church floor had contributed to the preservation of textile
remains from her garments, both corroded to some of the grave goods and in form of complete
fragments.
Although the exact nature of Arnegundis’s dress is under discussion,8 it is safe to say that she
wore a purple silk garment and another, reddish garment. Fine gold-tread embroidery adorned
the cuffs of her sleeves.
Silk at this time was a very exclusive material, obtained from and via the Byzantine empire9 and
it may have travelled along the main trade routes along the Rhône and Meuse valleys, or from
the Adriatic over the Alps and along the Rhine.10 Both red and purple were rare colours at the
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time, due to the dye stuffs not being readily available in Germanic territory.11 Beyond their rarity,
they might have held additional significance. Byzantine goods and fashions were popular with
the Franks and their neighbours12 and they will have been aware of the Mediterranean symbolism
of purple as an imperial colour. The preciousness of gold thread is evident, even more so when
considered that it was made from silk threads wrapped in narrow gold sheet strips and possibly
imported from the Mediterranean as well.13 Luxurious textiles where therefore an integral part of
the whole ensemble, as much a statement in their own right as the gold, silver and semi-precious
stones in the grave, even though we tend to focus on those latter, fully preserved objects today.
Her costume would, however, have been an immediate proclamation of her rank and importance
to anyone who saw her, either during her lifetime, or during the funeral proceedings.
The next case study is from Sutton Hoo, Suffolk, in eastern England. Numerous burials, both
cremations and inhumations, spanning the 6th to 7th centuries have been found here,14 but the
most famous is the princely boat burial discovered under a large mound.15 A 27-metre vessel
with a grave chamber erected in its middle formed the last resting place of a powerful individual
at some point at the end of the 6th or probably in the earlier 7th century.16 Some of the grave
goods from the burial, such as the helmet17, the garnet-inlaid shoulder clasps, and the gold belt
buckle18 have now achieved iconic status. Although published in detail,19 the textile remains
from Mound 1 have received less attention, despite the fact that some of them survive –
unusually – as complete fragments.
This is due to the deposition inside a ship, which prevented rain water from draining freely and
therefore created a humid milieu. In addition, the large number of iron objects found in the burial
chamber yielded mineral-preserved and –replaced textiles. Together, these made for the ‘largest
and most varied collection’ of textile remains from any one Anglo-Saxon burial.20 On the other
hand, emissions from the timbers which formed the ship and burial chamber had contaminated
the textile fragments and interfered with dye analyses.21
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It was possible to identify 27 different textiles in a wide variety of weaves and techniques. While
some represented clothing, others belonged to furnishings, such has hangings, or accessories,
such as remains of a binding tape wound around the upper part of the sword scabbard22 to
provide a better grip.
Two textiles shall be used to illustrate the range found in Sutton Hoo Mound 1.

Figure 2: The exceptionally fine Z-S diamond twill from Sutton Hoo Mound 1.
Approximate width of detail shown 8.3cm; British Museum, reg. no. 1939,1010.176.o.
Courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum.

The highest-quality twill from the burial and indeed to date from Anglo-Saxon England23 is a
four-shed, 2/2 broken diamond twill (Fig. 2). It was catalogued as SH 1 and is distinguished by
the fineness of the cloth with a thread count of 35 to 38 in the weft and 20 to 26 in the warp.
Moreover, the ‘beautifully regular’ weave and quality of the worsted cloth set it apart.24 To
achieve this level of quality, the wool had been prepared through prolonged combing, which
aligns the fibres and allows for the production of a fine, lustrous yarn.25 The competence of the
weave leaves no doubt that this was not housework, but carried out by a professional.26
Many of the textile remains did not belong to clothes, but were related to furnishings,
demonstrating that the grave chamber, like a small number of other very rich early medieval
burials, had been made comfortable and equipped in a way we imagine the deceased’s
surroundings were like in life.
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SH 16. Crowfoot, 450 and fig. 320.
Walton Rogers, 237.
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Crowfoot, 419.
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Crowfoot, 412.
26
Crowfoot, 424.
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Figure 3: Detail of a linen fragment, which probably came from a pillow.
Approximate height of detail shown 2.7cm. British Museum, reg. no. 1939,1010.187.a.
Courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum.

For instance, undyed linen twill (SH 12; Fig. 3) found close to some down seems to have come
from a pillow.27 There was also an ornate, multi-coloured hanging or coverlet, SH 14, which had
a pattern that was executed in a combination of soumak and tapestry technique28.
At first glance, the cloths in the Sutton Hoo burial appear to come from a more home-grown
Germanic textile tradition than the St. Denis finds. There are diverse wool and linen fabrics in
tabby and twill weaves and tablet-woven braids, but no traces of gold thread or silk. The former
would certainly have been recovered by the very careful excavations, whereas the latter survives
well in similar conditions to wool; therefore, it is highly unlikely that either had been deposited
at Sutton Hoo, but escaped notice.
Any impression of an exclusively native tradition is, however, deceptive, as red dye, made from
imported dyer’s madder, was used for one of the hangings or covers.29 In addition, several, but
not all, of the high-quality twill fabrics may not have been made in England, even though the
weaving pattern was well known to the Anglo-Saxons.30 Instead, they may have come from the
Continent and in the case of SH 1 even the near East, while hanging or coverlet SH 14
mentioned above is likely to be Scandinavian.31 The metalwork from this burial represents
Frankish, Celtic, Mediterranean and Scandinavian influences and the textiles may equally reflect
and express long-distance connections.
27
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But there is also another luxurious aspect in the fineness of many of the textiles. It was observed
that some of the fabrics were made from the fine-wooled sheep breeds introduced to England by
the Romans and in the Anglo-Saxon period apparently restricted to high-status graves.32 With
some of the textiles, extra time had been spent on the preparation of the wool and they are of a
complexity that suggests professional weavers rather than housework.33 Like at St. Denis, the
textiles in Sutton Hoo Mound 1 were therefore immediately recognisable as special in their
fineness, lustre and intricacy, reflecting the power and influence of their owner. The inclusion of
these sumptuous costume and furnishing fabrics was hence an act of conspicuous consumption
just as much as the gold, weaponry and feasting equipment buried in the ship.
The third case study comes from the 6th to early 7th-century, Alamannic cemetery at Oberflacht,
in south western Germany, where waterlogged conditions led to extraordinary preservation of
organics. The individuals buried here did not belong to the very top tiers of society, but as finds
of silk, gold thread, weaponry and intricate wooden grave furniture imply, some of them still had
a certain, presumably aristocratic, status.34
Grave 62 contained a cross made from two stripes of an originally colourful, probably Byzantine,
silk which were sewn together, hemmed and then applied to another textile, which had
decomposed completely, perhaps a shroud.35
The silk pattern had been carefully chosen, so that the centre of the appliqué was taken up by a St.
Andrews cross.36 The preciousness of the textile cannot be overestimated and becomes especially
clear when the usual material for such funerary cross appliqués, i.e. embossed sheet gold, is
considered.37 Clearly, the precious textile was seen as a fit medium to express the faith of the
deceased in an aristocratic milieu.
This cross provides a link to the last complex to be discussed here, namely the sphere of
Christianity, precious textiles and power negotiations.
In addition to archaeological textiles, large numbers of early fabrics were preserved above
ground, in ecclesiastical contexts from across northern Europe.38 Usually, these textiles present
larger or smaller remains of patterned silks found inside reliquaries, but exceptionally, a full
garment length, the so-called chemise of St. Bathildis, another Frankish queen, survived at the
northern French monastery of Chelles.39 Dated to the 7th century, its linen was finely
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zum Katalog, eds. Stiegemann C. and Wemhoff M., 484-97 (Mayence 1999), map Abb. 1.
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Charamond C., “The Chasuble of Bathilde (France)”, in Rome and the Barbarians. Catalogue Palazzo Grassi,
Venice (Venice, Milan 2008), 438-439 and 629.
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embroidered with coloured silks. This front part of a shift or tunic40 imitates ByzantinoMediterranean fashions and illustrates their reception north of the Alps. A direct comparison can
be drawn, for instance, to the mosaics in San Vitale, Ravenna, showing the empress Theodora
and her ladies in colourful, layered garments, with gem-studded cuffs and collars or necklaces
adorned with pearls and pendants.41 The embroidered cross on the chemise is astonishingly close
to objects such as the so-called cross of King Agilulf in Monza Kathedral, Italy,42 or the Cross of
Guarrazar from Spain.43
Returning to the textiles found in reliquaries, we know that they were a by-product of the cult of
relics which was firmly established by the end of the 8th century. Whole bodies of saints and
martyrs or fragments thereof were elevated from their resting places, such as the catacombs of
Rome, translated to churches and there encased in precious receptacles the faithful subsequently
flocked to.44 Consequently, relics, both bodily ones, or venerable objects, such as fragments from
the True Cross, became important components in the promotion of the new religion and their
presence in a city might be the foundation of a major economic ascent, such as in the case of
Cologne after the arrival of the Shrine of the Three Magi.45
While the sight of reliquaries made from precious metals and studded with pearls and gemstones
is still familiar to us, their interiors had been forgotten by the late 18th and 19th centuries. Political
upheavals and the secularisation movements sweeping Europe, in conjunction with a rising
academic interest in the past, led to the opening of many a shrine.46
Inside, relics, whether bone fragments or, for instance, wood remains thought to stem from the
holy cross, were discovered, often wrapped in silk textiles of Byzantine, near Eastern, central
Asian or Spanish provenance. More than 2000 fragments are known from the middle ages,47 but
determining the exact origin and date of these fabrics is frequently difficult48 and dependent on
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analysis and interpretation of the motifs depicted, their iconography, the layout of patterns, the
colours, dyes and techniques employed.49
While there are only few textiles displaying explicitly Christian imagery, such as the
annunciation silk now in the Vatican,50 many of the silks show fantastical, realistic or allegorical
motifs, such as griffins51 and senmurvs,52 charioteers,53 hunters,54 all kinds of animals55 or even
clearly non-Christian representations. One of the silk textiles found inside the coffin of St.
Cuthbert (d. AD 687) at Durham, northern England, is a point in case for the latter. The seated
female figure shown has been identified as the Nature Goddess, an originally pagan deity of
abundance.56 This silk was added when the coffin was opened, very likely in the 940s, when
King Edmund visited Durham and, according to a written source, placed, two ‘Graecian robes’
on the saint with his own hands.57
What was important was obviously the preciousness of the Byzantine textile, not so much what it
depicted. It is likely that patterned silks were extremely rare not only because of their prohibitive
cost, but also because at least some types belonged among the kekolymena (κεκωλυµένα), i.e.
among the ‘forbidden goods’ which could not be freely exported. They might have gotten abroad
by smuggling, as tributes or as diplomatic gifts,58 but this shows how exceptional such finely
made fabrics in lustrous colours must have been.
Consequently, these luxury silks preserved in reliquaries reflect the geography of power,
intimately linked to the spread of Christianity and to ecclesiastical as well as worldly elites. The
textiles epitomise the close interplay between the new religion and the negotiation of power
through gifts of both relics and cloth. Both travelled from the long-Christianised East, South and
West to the recently-converted North and were actively deployed to strengthen the new religion
and enhance the prestige of its churches and monasteries.59
The importance of luxurious textiles is confirmed by early medieval written sources, as in the
case cited above. Luxury goods, including textiles, were circulated through gift exchange, often
49
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in formal situations. Gregory of Tours, one major 6th-century author, for instance, reports that
clothes were part of the dowry of a Frankish princes marrying into the Visigothic dynasty and on
another occasion were exchanged as a sign of reconciliation between two estranged royal
brothers.60 Even direct gifts of silk from Byzantine emperors to Frankish kings are recorded.61
It is outside the scope of this paper to consider what may have travelled south in exchange for
precious textiles which were traded, rather than gifted. Goods and raw materials, from fur or
hides to honey and from hunting dogs to slaves are mentioned in early medieval written accounts
as imports from the north and may well have featured.62
A number of threads cross-cutting regional and ethnic boundaries and thus unifying the early
medieval North between the 5th and 8th centuries become visible: Luxury textiles both in form of
elaborate costume and lavish furnishings were one device of conspicuous consumption and status
display and also integral to the visual displays staged in burial. Elite identity found its material
expression in the quality and fineness of cloths, their sometimes exotic provenance and the
preciousness of gold thread and dye stuffs. But not just textiles found their way north,
Mediterranean fashions were also copied and developed in the Germanic world. All this bears
witness to extensive trade networks, but even more to interpersonal relationships.
Status in the early middle ages was intimately linked to familial and inter-personal relationships.
Economic prowess generally went hand in hand with it. Textiles whose ownership required
supreme connections and/or economic expenditure were therefore an overt visual expression of
the powerful networks the wearer was part of and of the resources at his/her disposal or that of
their kin group.
The careful analysis of often minute textile remains from northern European contexts,
supplemented by examination of historical sources, underlines their importance both in form of
clothing and accoutrements. Hence, textiles are not only a source of knowledge for early
medieval social and economic relations but they are also markers of long-distance exchange
between the North and the Mediterranean and even beyond.
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